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the oldest and most familiar of co-ordinate systems. With
a taste for Cartesian methods and clarity combined
with concreteness of style, he was the natural exponent
of the application of advanced mathematics to the new
theoretical problems in engineering, presented by the
refinement of the design of heat engines and electrical
machinery.
The physico-mathematical interests of the eighteenth
century had been inspired primarily by the problems of
astronomy, and had led to the composition of the magnificent
works of Lagrange and Laplace. Students with an aptitude
for mathematical physics accepted these works as their
guide and absorbed their attitude. By the middle of the
nineteenth century society was requiring mathematical
physicists with another attitude. The generalized methods
of Lagrange and the comprehensive investigations of
Laplace belonged to the mature development of dynamical
astronomy, a subject that had been studied intensively for
over a century.
In the early part of the nineteenth century a vast number
of new and strange natural phenomena had been observed
and began to require mathematical description. The new
and at first ill-defined and often apparently independent
facts required very concrete methods of treatment. Their
raw, uncouth nature tended to wreck the symmetry of
general equations. They could be seized best by short,
uniformly clear descriptions of each isolated phenomenon.
Thomson's style of short terse papers was suited to
their treatment.
Thomson and his friend Tait, who had been appointed
professor of natural philosophy at Edinburgh, decided to
write a Treatise on Natural Philosophy^ which would expound
the mathematical physics suitable to the contemporary
demand. They expounded the science of mechanics,
unconsciously, from the standpoint of an ideal engineer
who was a master of mathematical physics. Maxwell
wrote: "The credit of breaking up the monopoly of the
great masters of the spell, and making all their charms
familiar in our ears as household words, belongs in great